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Preface

Lauded today as "one of the poetry stars of his generation"
(Los Angeles Times), Kevin Young is an NEA fellow and
award-winning author of 11 books of poetry and prose. In
Book of Hours, Kevin chronicles and links two profound life
experiences: the death of his father and the birth of his son.
Named one of the "ten essential poetry titles for 2014" by
Library Journal, the book's themes are universally resonant,
its poems at once intimate and relatable. "If you read no
other book of poetry this year, this should be the one"
(Atlanta Journal-Constitution). "I've read plenty of books
about grief and about coming through grief in my life, but
I've never before encountered a book that gets it as right as
Kevin Young's Book of Hours, " writes The Stranger. "It's one
of those rare reading experiences that I recognized, even as
I read it, as a book I was going to buy over and over again,
to give as a gift to friends who've had that certain hole cut
out of them, the loss that you can recognize from a distance,
even in the happiest of times."

What is the NEA Big Read?

A program of the National Endowment for the Arts, NEA Big
Read broadens our understanding of our world, our
communities, and ourselves through the joy of sharing a
good book. Managed by Arts Midwest, this initiative offers
grants to support innovative community reading programs
designed around a single book.

A great book combines enrichment with enchantment. It
awakens our imagination and enlarges our humanity. It can
offer harrowing insights that somehow console and comfort
us. Whether you're a regular reader already or making up
for lost time, thank you for joining the NEA Big Read.
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About the Book

"We don't often talk about grief
and loss in our culture. Poems
are a powerful way to do that"
— Kevin Young in Emory
Magazine

For many of us, the loss of a
loved one and the birth of a
child are our most profound
experiences, and our most
intimate. In his eighth book of
poems, Book of Hours, Kevin
Young poignantly chronicles
the day-to-day unfolding of
these events: first the grief
following the sudden death of his father in 2004, and later,
the sense of joy and renewal he experiences with the birth
of his son. The collection was published by Knopf in 2014.
"It seemed symbolic and important to me," said Young,
referring to his dad, "that the book come out on the 10-year
anniversary of his death" (Chicago Tribune).

Structured like a diary or a daybook—the title Book of Hours
alludes to a book of daily prayer—Young says he set out to
capture the "literal meaning of hours and days and moments
in the process of grief and joy" (National Public Radio). In
his direct, affecting poems, Young shares the most personal
observations and details of his sorrow, the particular ways in
which the intensity of death and birth colors how he sees
the world and his everyday routines. These are feelings "you
can recognize from a distance, even in the happiest of
times" (The Stranger).

Poems in the first portion of the book show Young plunging
into the necessary and heartbreaking tasks after his father's
death: authorizing the donation of his father's organs,
finding homes for his father's dogs, trying to complete what
was left unfinished. Underlying the task of locating his
father's dry cleaning and deciding where to donate it, as
described in his poem "Charity," is the comprehension that
while his father's articles can still be located, his father
cannot. And as Young attempts to cope, he also struggles
with jarring daily reminders of his loss, as when he receives
a call from a telemarketer who leaves a message acting as
though she has spoken with Young's father just that day.
People experience grief differently, he indicates in his
introduction to the anthology 7he Art of Losing (Bloomsbury,
2010); poetry can bridge the gap between us and bring us
together.

As the book continues, it shifts into poems about the entry
of Young's son into the world, signaling a kind of rebirth for

Young, with titles such as "Starting to Show," "First Kick,"
"Breaking Water," "Teething," and "Blessings." His poem
titled "Crowning" was in part a reference to the prevalence
of crowns in the art of Jean-Michel Basquiat, how Basquiat
crowns "those he loves" (Failbetter.com). In "Expecting,"
Young describes hearing his son's heartbeat for the first
time.

Named one of ten essential poetry titles for 2014 by Library
Journal, Book of Hours won the Lenore Marshall Prize from
the Academy of American Poets as well as the Donald
Justice Award, and was a finalist for the Kingsley Tufts
Award. "Sometimes, if you're looking straight at something,
you can't see it as well," said Young. "It's like looking at an
eclipse. You've got to have that mirror to see it right"
(Guernica). His poems are "almost all composed of very
short lines choked with dashes and ampersands, like
someone gasping for breath between bone-deep wails. But
together, they form a narrative, a memoir of what it's like to
come through to the other side" ( 7he Stranger).



About the Author

Kevin Young
(b. 1970)

"Like Jean-Michel Basquiat
said about painting, when
I'm working I don't try to
think about art, I try to
think about life. The job of
the poem is to bridge the
two, to take us out of the
world and hopefully deposit
us back unsettled but
satisfied." — Kevin Young
on Failbetter.com

Kevin Young moved six
times before he was ten—
from Lincoln, Nebraska to
Chicago, Boston (twice), and Syracuse, New York—until his
family settled in Topeka, Kansas. "We moved cross-country
from upstate New York to Kansas in the heat wave of 1980
with two cars, no air-conditioning, and a black dog," he told
the New Yorker. "1 can still see the infernal temperature of
119 degrees on a bank sign somewhere near Ohio."

Kevin Young
(photo: Melanie Dunea / CPi)

Though raised in the Midwest, Young is deeply influenced by
his family's southern roots. His parents—his father an eye
surgeon, his mother a chemist—grew up in the segregated
south, with Young's family history in Louisiana stretching
back 200 years. Young spent many days of his childhood
summers in Louisiana with his grandparents and extended
family, delighting in the food and stories. His paternal
grandfather had been a fiddler who played zydeco; Young
also grew up listening to soul, funk, and reggae. "I have my
late father's music collection, including these great white
label reggae 45s where the title, if there at all, is
typewritten.... I think listening to King of Rock or Prince's
Dirty Mind is where I learned how to put a complete
experience together, one that mirrors a really good book"
(Failbetter.com). It was as a teenager in Kansas that he also
enrolled in a summer writing workshop and was surprised to
discover that poetry was "something in my own backyard,
something I could make out of dirt and air" (Christian
Science Monitor).

Young's poetry is known for its blues-infused musicality, and
for the breadth of its subject matter, which spans the
personal to the historic—equally at ease whether it's
exploring intimate feelings of personal joy and grief, delving
into the complex legacy and traditions of the South,
examining issues of race, or depicting the 1840 mutiny on
the slave ship Amistad. Young is also known for his love of
southern food, and his writing frequently explores the sense

of connectedness and comfort that it can conjure. "I think
poems return us to that place of mud and dirt and earth,
sun and rain," he has said. "And that's where food comes
from, and so there's this common link" (National Public
Radio). Among the many anthologies that Young has edited
is The Hungry Ear: Poems of Food and Drink (Bloomsbury).

At Harvard University, Young studied with the poets Seamus
Heaney and Lucie Brock-Broido. During this time, he also
joined the Dark Room Collective, a group of African
American writers that gathered regularly and started a
reading series in a three-story Victorian house in Cambridge,
Massachusetts. Called a "flash of literary lightning" (The New
York Times), the collective eventually included many poets,
including 2012 U.S. Poet Laureate Natasha Trethewey. After
college, Young was awarded a Stegner Fellowship in Poetry
at Stanford University, then an MFA in the literary arts from
Brown University.

In 2004, Young's father died in a hunting accident at the age
of 61. Young has described this time in his life as if he was
writing for survival. Years later, he revisited these writings
for the Book of Hours, and also edited an anthology of
poetry about the grieving process: 7he Art of Losing: Poems
of Grief and Healing (Bloomsbury, 2010).

Young is a professor of creative writing and English at Emory
University in Atlanta, Georgia, where he is also the curator of
Literary Collections & the Raymond Danowski Poetry Library.
He is the author of 11 books of poetry and prose including
Blue Laws: Selected & Uncollected Poems 1955-2015 (Knopf,
2016); Ardency: A Chronicle of the Amistad Rebels (Knopf,
2011); and Dear Darkness (Knopf, 2008). His collection Jelly
Roll: a blues (Knopf, 2003) was a finalist for both the
National Book Award and the Los Angeles Times Book Award
for Poetry. Young's nonfiction book 7he Grey Album. On the
Blackness of Blackness (Graywolf, 2012) was a finalist for
the 2013 National Book Critics Circle Award for criticism. He
is the editor of several collections, most recently 7Ae
Collected Poems of Lucille Clifton, 1965-2010 (BOA Editions,
2012). Young's many other honors include a Guggenheim
Foundation Fellowship, a MacDowell Colony Fellowship, an
honorary doctorate from Beloit College, and an NEA
fellowship in creative writing.

Young lives in Atlanta with his wife, Kate Tuttle, a book
columnist for 7he Boston Globe, and their son; his
stepdaughter just graduated college. Book of Hours is
dedicated to both kids. Young can often be found in his
home office, writing amongst the "totems" he keeps on
display: blue glass bottles (to keep out bad spirits, a
Southern belief); a print of Mr. T in an "Uncle Sam" pose;
photos of the conjoined twins Millie-Christine, who were

born into slavery and later won their freedom; and a piece of



yellow paper that contains a stray poem written by his father
(The New York Times). "When I'm in full-on writing mode,
and have the day, I try to get in my office around 10 a.m.
and stop once 'Judge Judy' comes on at four, when I quit
and come down. Sometimes, I leave her on while I edit—if
she can make the tough calls, then so can I" ( 7he New York
Times Style Magazine).

Discussion Questions

1.

The poem “Grief” is just two lines: “In the night I
brush / my teeth with a razor”. Where do these two
short lines lead you? Does the poem's length affect
how you react? Later, Young includes another short
poem, also called “Grief”. Do you read the second
poem as a continuation of the first? How do these
poems make room for what can't be said? How does
the speaker's grief clash with the external world's—
friends, family, neighbors—responses and reactions
to that grief?

One of Young's modes of wordplay is the double
entendre, or double meaning. The title “Effects”, for
instance, implies results or consequences on the
one hand, and personal belongings on the other.
“Asylum” similarly fluctuates between implications of
sanctuary and illness. What other double meanings
are at work in Book of Hours? What purposes do
these double meanings serve?

The first section of Book of Hours is titled
“Domesday Book.” The Domesday Book is an actual
volume from the 11th century detailing an extensive
property survey of England and Wales for taxation
purposes. “Domesday” (early English for
“Doomsday”) is also the Christian Day of Judgment.
How are these two concepts of reckoning—one,
mundane accounting, the other, eternal judgment—
reflected in this section of Young's book? Why do
you think he chose that name?

In “Wintering”, Young addresses the difference
between mourning and grief: “Mourning, I've
learned, is just / @ moment, many // grief the long
betrothal / beyond.” Do your own experiences of
mourning and grief align with Young's?

At the end of “Easter,” describing his final encounter
with his father, Young writes: “For once that Easter
// T told him”. What did Young say to his father?
How do you know? Why doesn't Young tell the
reader directly?

10.

11.

12.

The poem “Miscarriage” asks “How to mourn what's
just // a growing want?”. What connections do you
see between the way Young mourns his father and
the way he mourns the miscarriage? Why is there a
blank page after this poem?

Young's poems rely on familiar rhythms of change,
such as the cycles of days and seasons, and the
ordinary and ubiquitous changes of aging. How
does sudden, unexpected change interact with
these quieter forms of change? Can they be
separated? Is Book of Hours more about one kind of
change than the other?

As Young interacts with his yet-to-be-born child,
successive poems introduce new kinds of
information. “Expecting” is an encounter through
sound (“You are like hearing / hip-hop for the first
time”); “Ultrasound” is a visual encounter (“shadow
// boxer, you raise a hand /to shield your face”);
and “First Kick” adds the sense of touch. How does
Young's relationship with his son evolve through
these three poems, with the addition of each new
sensory dimension?

In “Nesting”, Young says about the human heart:
“Without warning, / the story it tells // to no one
ends— / or begins, a shadow // grown beneath the
breast.” Why does the heart tell its story “to no
one”? How and why does Book of Hours juxtapose
birth and death? What effect do these bookends to
the human experience have on how you, yourself,
live your life?

Reacting to the “machines that trace our breathing
in hospitals,” Young states that they “lie— // the
heart is no line // crossing the palm, / no jagged
green— // just this twin fist opening”. How do the
devices and metrics we rely on in modern medicine
shape our perception of what the body is, and how
human life operates? Have you ever seen yourself
differently after an illness, injury, or medical visit?

In “Labor Day”, the anticipation of Young's son's
overdue birth overlaps with the baseball game
Young is watching, and the two—baseball and
birth—seem to merge. Have you ever been so
preoccupied with something that you began to see
echoes of it in unlikely places? How has anticipation
altered an experience you've had, in positive or
negative ways?

Reflecting on the recent birth of his son, Young
writes: I believe pregnancy is meant / to teach us
patience, / then impatience”. How does Young



13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

portray his wife's experience of pregnancy? How
much of that experience can they share, and how
much of that experience is inaccessible to Young
himself? Do you think his wife would draw the same
conclusions about the meaning of pregnancy?

Young's poems often address his son directly as
“you” or “son”; do you think this urge to talk
directly to his son is related to what Young
describes as “my dead father's silence”? How is
Young's approach to fatherhood shaped by the
passing of his own father? How do families carry
memories across generations that might never meet
one another?

Throughout Book of Hours, physical extremes of
birth and death happen to other people, not to
Young. Does Young keep his own body confined to
the background in the book, or does it also have an
important role to play? How does a first-person
account of illness, as in “Ruth”, change or deepen
Young's position as the “narrator” of the book?

What are other ways in which Young examines the
body in this book? How are the sick body, the dead
body, the living body, the unborn body, the
newborn body, the inhuman/animal/inanimate
body—compared, contrasted, and conflated
throughout? How does your understanding of your
own body change with the experiences—losses,
gains, emotional ups and downs—you have in life?

Young's book takes its title from a Christian
devotional prayer book. In what ways might these
poems be prayers?

Do you agree with Young's assessment that life is
“the long disease™? Are there other moments or
poems in Book of Hours that contradict that
attitude? How do you interpret the final line of the
book, “Why not sing”?

Throughout Book of Hours, Young returns to his
father's death, each time giving the reader new
details or revisiting parts that had been left out. In
contrast, Young tells the story of his son's birth in
sequence, describing how he comes to term, is
born, and begins to grow up. Why does Young use
a circular narrative to tell his father's story and a
linear narrative to tell his son's? Could Book of
Hours have been written in the opposite way?

Does Book of Hours tell a single, unified story? Are
there individual poems that wouldn't make sense
outside the context of the book? Could Book of

Hours have been written as a novel or prose
autobiography?



Credits

The following Book of Hours discussion questions were
adapted from materials on the Academy of American Poets
website: 1, 15, and 16.

Cover image: "Standard Black Ribbon" by MarianSigler{bla},
originally by Niki — Modification of Red Ribbon.svg.
Wikimedia Commons.
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The National Endowment for the Arts was established by
Congress in 1965 as an independent agency of the federal
government. To date, the NEA has awarded more than $5
billion to support artistic excellence, creativity, and
innovation for the benefit of individuals and communities.
The NEA extends its work through partnerships with state
arts agencies, local leaders, other federal agencies, and the
philanthropic sector.

MIDWEST

Arts Midwest promotes creativity, nurtures cultural
leadership, and engages people in meaningful arts
experiences, bringing vitality to Midwest communities and
enriching people’s lives. Based in Minneapolis, Arts Midwest
connects the arts to audiences throughout the nine-state
region of Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Michigan, Minnesota, North
Dakota, Ohio, South Dakota, and Wisconsin. One of six non-
profit regional arts organizations in the United States, Arts
Midwest'’s history spans more than 30 years.
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